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Abstract 
Post secondary distance/online education institutions continually struggle with poor student retention, course completion, and 
course re-enrollment.  An underlying factor in student persistence and success in distance learning is student self regulation.  This 
paper presents preliminary data resulting from a study of the self regulation skills of post secondary distance learners 
participating in distance courses online.  The self regulation skills examined include: time management and organization, self 
management, learning attitude, test performance, note taking strategies, reading strategies, writing strategies, and memory 
strategies.   
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of  Dr. Zafer Bekirogullari of Cognitive – Counselling, 
Research & Conference Services C-crcs.
Keywords:  self regulation; distance learners; post secondary; study skills, self  management
1. Introduction 
Distance/online learning opportunities for students have become increasingly available during the last decade 
(Hodges, 2005).  Unfortunately, institutions providing distance/online education consistently struggle with high 
attrition rates, with rates exceeding 40% at some institutions (Carr & Ledwith, 2000).  Part of the difficulty with 
distance learning for some students, is that the external control factors that guide their learning and behavior in the 
classroom learning environment, are not present in the online environment (Zvacek, 1991).  In distance/online 
learning environment, students must take initiative and self regulate their own learning (Hodges, 2005).  Self 
regulation skills are strongly related to student success (Azevedo, Buthrie, & Siebert, 2004; Thompson, Meriac, & 
Cope, 2002; Whipp & Chiarelli, 2004).  However, students may not possess the self regulation skills such as self-
discipline, time management, learning strategies, and planning skills to be successful.    
Self-regulation is the self directed process by which learners are able to transform their cognitive abilities into 
academic skills (Zimmerman, 2002).  This process involves the use of learning strategies (Rachal, Daigle, & Rachal, 
2007) in areas such as time management, organization, reading comprehension, writing test preparation and taking, 
note taking strategies, communication strategies, and so on.  Students must know a number of effective strategies, be 
able to evaluate the learning situation, and choose the appropriate strategy for the situation, implement the strategy, 
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monitor the effectiveness of the strategy in that situation, and modify the strategy if necessary (Rachal, Daigle, & 
Rachal, 2007).  Self regulation also involves goal setting behavior, motivation, commitment, attitude towards 
learning, and concentration (Rachal, Daigle, & Rachal, 2007). 
Self regulation skills do not develop naturally.  In post secondary education, there is an assumption that students 
are actively involved in the learning process and have effective learning strategies (Rachal, Daigle, & Rachal, 2007).  
However, many students may not enter post secondary education with knowledge of appropriate strategies, and the 
majority of students report difficulties with several areas including attention, remembering, note taking, test taking 
and motivation (Rachal, Daigle, & Rachal, 2007).  Post secondary students who struggle academically often display 
weaknesses in study skills (Proctor, Prevatt, Adams, Reaser, Petscher, 2006).  Even experienced students may  
struggle with learning strategies (Garavalia & Gredler, 2002).  Therefore, it is very important for post secondary 
learning institutions providing distance/online learning opportunities for their students, to be aware of the self 
regulation skills and skills deficits that their students possess.  This knowledge may assist education and service 
providers in the design of learning activities and courses that will lead to greater student success and retention, and 
provide appropriate supports for those who experience difficulties with self regulation. 
This paper provides a preliminary data review of a study examining the self-regulation skills of post secondary 
students enrolled in distance/online learning courses.  Part of the purpose of the study was to examine the areas of 
self regulation in which students have difficulty, and the specific skills in each area that are a concern for students.  
These areas of self regulation examined time management and organization, self management, learning attitude, test 
performance, note taking strategies, reading strategies, writing strategies, and memory strategies.    
2. Body 
The purpose of the study was to examine the self regulation skills of post secondary students enrolled in distance 
education courses.  One of the objectives of the study was to determine which areas of self regulation and specific 
skills students experienced difficulty with.  The research involved the collection of data through an online 
questionnaire distributed to students electronically.  The questions were a mix of qualitative and quantitative items.  
The quantitative items required responses to a 3 point Likert scale.  The sample included 3000 randomly selected 
students who had successfully completed an distance/online course and 3000 students who had either dropped out 
of, or failed to complete a course successfully at a distance.  At this preliminary stage descriptive information was 
pulled from the data.  A brief summary of the preliminary data is described below.   
Five hundred and ninety four students who received the survey chose to participate in the study and completed 
the online survey.  Of the respondents, 71% were female and 29% were male.  Fourteen percent of the students were 
18-25 years of age, 33% were 26-35 years of age, 26% were 36-45 years of age and 27% were over 46 years old.  
Less than 1% of the students had not completed even one course, 20% had completed 1 or 2 courses, 29% had 
completed 3 to 5 courses, and 50% had completed more than 6 courses at a distance.  Seventy five percent of the 
students indicated that they at some time had failed a course or not completed the course requirements within the 
designated contract date.  Forty nine percent of the students also indicated that they had withdrawn from a course. 
Many students reported that they have difficulties in the area of time management and organization.  Eighty five 
percent of the students indicated that problems in other areas of their lives interfered with their studying and 82% 
reported that they did not get done each day what they needed to.  Seventy two percent of the students also reported 
that they find other things to do instead of their course work.  Seventy four percent of the students  indicated that 
they are overwhelmed by the amount of work that they have to do.   
Students also consistently reported difficulties with self management.  Seventy five percent of the students 
indicated that they are stressed out and 68% of the students find it difficult to sleep when stressed.  Forty three 
percent of the students don’t know what to do when they are stressed and 45% reported that they do things they are 
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not happy about then they are stressed, such as not exercising 52% and eating junk food 57%.  Twenty three percent 
of the students reported that they are not sure why they are so stressed. 
In the area of learning attitude, 32% of the students indicated that they don’t always know how they learn best 
and 24% of the students were not sure what they are good at.  Forty four percent of the students sometimes catch 
themselves thinking negatively about their studying. 
Students reported considerable difficulties in the area of test preparation and performance.  Sixty four percent of 
the students indicated that they cram at the last minute for exams, and 74% reported that they complete their 
readings and do not go back to them until it is time to study for an exam.  Fifty five percent of the students reported 
that they get so nervous that they find it difficult to study and 47% of the students were not sure how to plan 
studying for a test.  Fifty five percent of the students indicated that they have difficulty figuring out what to study, 
and 54% reported that they do not use any specific strategies to study.  Other areas reported by students as being a 
problem were, preparing for different types of exams and difficulties writing different types of exams. 
In the area of note taking, student responses indicated a lack of use of note taking strategies by many students.  
Seventy seven percent of the students indicated that they just copy down important points as they read.  Fifty five 
percent of the students  reported that it takes them a very long time to take notes, and 25% of the students reported 
that when they go back to read their notes they have trouble reading and understanding them.   
Difficulties were also noted by students in the area of reading strategies.  Seventy percent of the students reported 
that they had difficulties concentrating on the materials that they are reading, 63% forget the information that they 
read, and 56% indicated that they do not implement pre reading strategies. Fifty three percent of the students 
reported that they had difficulties determining the important details in their reading, and 38% indicated that they lose 
their place when reading. 
Fewer difficulties with writing strategies were reported by students.  Although 78% of the students indicated that 
they find it hard to get started writing, the majority of student reported that they use writing strategies for 
organization, dealing with plagiarism, and rereading. 
More difficulties were reported by students in the area of memory strategies. Sixty eight percent of the students 
indicated that they have difficulty remembering large amounts of information and 62% find it difficult to remember 
information for exams.  Seventy eight percent of the students reported that they read information that they are 
studying and hope that they can remember it. 
Overall, the students completing the online survey indicated that they had difficulties in all of the areas of self 
regulation included in the survey.  The areas that appear to cause the most difficulty were time management, self 
management, memory, and test preparation and completion.  Fewer students identified learning attitude, reading 
strategies, note taking strategies, and writing strategies as being an area of concern although difficulties were still 
reported.   
3. Conclusion 
      Little is known about how students in distance/online courses self regulate their learning (Whipp & Chiarelli, 
2004).  This study examined a number of different areas of self regulation with post secondary distance/online 
students, in an attempt to identify areas of self regulation that are a concern.  A preliminary review of the data 
indicates that the students do experience difficulties in self regulation, particularly time management, self 
management, memory, test preparation and completion. Students learning in distance/online learning environments 
can be challenged by different learning and interaction methods and require strong self regulation skills. If students 
adopt effective and efficient approach for learning, achievement and motivation may be enhanced (Tsai, 2009).  
Given the number of students that indicated that they had difficulties with the self regulation skills identified in the 
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survey, one of the next steps would be to examine the most effective ways to facilitate the development and use of 
self regulation skills in the distance/online environment.  There is also a need to explore what distance/online 
learning and self regulation strategies are necessary for effective online learning, and the relationship of these 
strategies to student achievement. 
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